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Dynamics of Cultures and Systems
in North—western Guatemala

Junji KOIZUMI

This is an interim report on an ongoing anthropological research in Central America.
The research is part of a joint project titled “Dynamics of Cultures and Systems in the
Pacific Rim,” which is supported by the Grant in Aid for Scientific Research of the
Japanese Ministry of Education, Science, and Cuiture.

In the late 1970s, the author conducted long—term ethnographic research in the
Department of Huehuetenango of north—western Guatemala; he is now collecting field
data on the changes that have occurred there in the past two decades. The purpose of
this re—study is not to address specific cultural changes per se, but to understand such
changes in relation to dynamics of larger systems. Here the term “system” is used
purposefully ambiguous and polysemous in_gr.gl_'e;"t'ghcpy,er diverse social, economic and
political systems. The “system” roughly refers to causal-functional integration, and the
“culture” to logico—meaningful integration.

The research focuses on the dynamism in a community west of Huehuetenango City.

The following systemic factors are examined :

1. The impact of the political violence in the 1980s and the consequences of the Peace
Accords in 1996.
2. Development of the system of education, particularly of the bilingual educational
system.
. The impact of foreign aids, particularly after the Peace Accords.
. Change in the market economy and the advance of the free trade.

. New pattern of land acquisition and production of coffee for export.

SO o W

. The influence of the world religious systems and the changes in the so—called civil—
religious hierarchy.

7 . Changing pattern of labor in coffee plantations and labor immigration to the United

States, which can be seen as a capital investment and an entrepreneurial activity.

8. Development of tourism which puts Mayan ethnicity in the commercial context.

Despite these changes on the systemic level, the culture appears to be unchanging at
least on the surface and maintains a strong orientation toward community. It is argued
that this seeming absence of cultural dynamism should" be understood in relation to

significant changes in larger systems.



